Casebook: headache.
Headache alone rarely indicates a sinister underlying cause. However, if the red flags are flying -- that is, if the patient is over 30 years old when the first headache develops, has additional symptoms or signs or has a very acute onset, particularly involving vomiting, then suspicion should be raised (see table 4). Although migraine has a high impact on the sufferer and affects a large proportion of the population on a monthly basis, the problem of acute muscle contraction headache is far greater. Other forms of headache are actually uncommon in comparison to these two. However, chronic daily headache is the most common condition seen by the medical professional because of its impact on the patient's quality of life. The key to the management of this condition is the assessment of analgesic dependence including NSAIDs, and particularly the codeine-containing agents. These should be avoided while long-term aproached such as exercise and certain prophylactic agents are introduced. It is true to say that if a careful initial assessment is made leading to a correct diagnosis, then the chance of appropriate management is enormously increased. Patients undergoing the correct management should generally see a massive improvement in their quality of life. Headache can, therefore, be a very satisfying condition for the clinician to treat.